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Orest Holubec
n
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The moment
in which it hits me
(in which coherency
is the key)
is the moment
in which my pen
involuntarily
(as if with the freedom
of will
which I am lacking)
reenters
its sheath.

It postpones my appropriate use
of the revered
semi colon;
which, in my trained
way of being
what I am,
I was considering
placing
just
80.

5

,_,

It forces

me tore
consider the place
ment of the most
simple of constructs;
namely,
letters.
Deeper still,
coherency
re educates my mind
in a moment when it is all
but a simple
addition
to an otherwise
non linear
space abhorring
definite
re calculation of all
that it has
seen,
said,
or done.
That is to say,
in terms perhaps
unfamiliar:
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My mind is an elbow
with no room
for gestures
of a knee like nature;
and certainly no room
for neither
in adequacies
nor
trivialities
such as the non signifying
daffodil like
pretentiousness
of
a single
line linking
both cause and effect
and A and B
and, if you are lucky,
even
the word
apple
to the other word
sauce,
before it became
acceptable
and necessary
to
just
say
applesauce.
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lang
Doctor C. and the Psychic
As I wash my hands I scrub that blue ink
message about Doctor C. off. I see
the lines of time, the Nile delta of fate,
the upreaching branches of the winter elm.

I push one into the other, hard
caresses, making the white warmth flow there
to give the strength of creation,
with confidence, to my whispering fingers.
My life-line says I am already dead;
My heart-line says I suffer:
the woman with black eyelashes told me,
and wouldn't let go until I spoke in rhymes.
My nails are sharp as a peregrine's.
If they could, they would grasp the secrets
of the Mother; if they could,
they would eat your warm heart.
My hands have spent this lifetime digging.
They have led me here.
Slippery motions of fleeting motions,
I rinse and look up in the mirror.
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Gregg M. Gascon
In the Afternoon
Prying shadows stole grandstand spaces
under and around the bedsheets.
Sliced by light that slid between the shutters you
rose and twisted, exposed by the afternoon's gaze.
In the distance our neighbor's
child lent a metronome beat with his
basketball, lobbing arcs of grateful freethrows through the
suburban heathaze.
Afterwards,
watching your
pensive breathing, I felt the
wings of memory brush past my face, on its way to
somewhere else. I remember
Nabokov nights spent on scarred rooftops,
cracked and bleeding from the day. Saturdays like
spoons with our dog in between us,
King of the Hill. Suddenly,
the still beauty of your face is
arresting.
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Tying the Knot
Tattered nylon cords spasmodically
Follow obediently behind
Greasy, beaten, leather, upper
Soles like lost, hungry, newborn pups.
Tripping over moss-speckled slabs
Of cracked concrete, landing perfectly flat,
Upside-down, like a wasted attempt
At doing the limbo.
Like spoken vows in holy
Matrimony. Like two warring nations
At peacetime. Like swapping blood
In an eternal, childhood friendship.
Twisting the two into a conglomerated
Mass of knots and loops becomes
Essential.
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Vandalia
LAST CHANCE FOOD AND GAS FOR NEXT 25 MI LES

The sun glares off the blue and white sign
announcing Dan and Alicia's arrival to the middle of
nowhere. Act now or else.
"Need to stop?" Dan asks. Doesn't even look at
her. Just keeps his eyes glued to the road ahead of him
and to the white dotted line that divides the interstate in
half.
~Keep going." Alicia's voice is muffied by the
orange and yellow afghan she's thrown over herself. Dan
always runs the air conditioner too high when they go on
road trips. The afternoon sun floods into the car, makes
the brown leather seats hot and sticky, but Alicia still
huddles in her blanket, unable to shake the cold.
Welcome to Antarctica, baby.
"That sign can't be right. There's tons of places to
stop on this road. But we can stop right now. If you
want to."
'You said we have to get to your parents' by six.
We can't keep stopping at every exit we pass:•
And a hundred more miles to go until they reach
Vandalia. The town where his parents live in a white
farmhouse, their nearest neighbors a good ten miles down
the road.
"Alicia, we didn't stop at every exit we passed."
Dan's voice is low and calm, as if he is trying to explain
one of the mysteries of life to a small child.
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"Whatever." He had needed gas and then coffee and
then a dozen ears of late August sweet corn for his
parents. Why the hell was he buying them corn when they
lived in the middle of a cornfield?
"Anyway, we're not in any big rush," Dan is saying.
"We'll be there within the next two hours. So if you need
to stop, let me know, because we can." He's got one hand
resting on the top of the steering wheel, fingers flexing
every few minutes to relieve the stiffness of driving for
such a long time. His left arm leans against the closed
window, rubs against the glass. The window is smudged
from his sweat and his movement.
Alicia stares out of her window. The trees by the
side of the road pass by in a green blur, and if she looks
through the wide windshield of the '84 Thunderbird, she
can see for a thousand miles. The horizon stretches into
nowhere along this country road all the way to the coast.
She doesn't want to stop until they hit water.
"Alone at last." Dan gives a low, uncertain laugh.
"Anything special you want to talk about?"
"Why?" Alicia asks, turning from the window to
face him, to stare into his perpetually calm and level blue
eyes, to maybe for once find something below the surface
to grab onto and ride. "Do you have something in mind?"
Dan shrugs. The moment is awkward, the effort
half-hearted, and his attention is once again drawn to the
flat road ahead of them.
And this is how it's always been. A glimmer of
interest in his voice or his smile or the way be holds his
shoulders, but a minute later, it's gone, and she's left by
herself. Frustrated and angry with herself.
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When they had first metJ when they had decided to
make a commitment to each other and bad moved into a
house togetherJ it had been fun, and crazy and
unbelievable, pushing the bounds of reality. They had
hung watercolor paintings on the whitewashed walls and
had planted a flower garden in the backyard, while the
neighbor kids played baseball in the street, their screams
and laughter carried on the moist air. The first time he
made her breakfast in bedJ she had cried, because she had
known that this was love and the experience was just as
she had expected. They raked leaves in the backyard, and
the house smelled of fresh apples and cinnamon when she
baked him pies in the fall. They would sit by the fireplace,
the orange and yellow afghan thrown around their
shoulders, and they would talk about family and friends
and the weather. The carpeting in the living room still
held the smells from a Christmas past, filled with snow
and children and sincere expressions of true feelings.
Spring came, the flowers that they had planted began to
bloom, and it would soon be a year that they had come to
live together in this house. In that timeJ they had bought
a television and an answering machine and a cat to lay on
the swing on the front porch. A picture postcard.
White noise. Dan plays with the radio, tries to find
a station that isn't country or rap or gospel. She is glad
for the sound pulsing from the speakersJ no matter how
unpleasant. Silence frightens her.
Billboards flash by outside as snatches of songs
penetrate through the static on the radio. COME SHOP
AT THE LARGEST FASffiON OUTLET MALL IN THE
COUNTRY. Garth Brooks and his song about America.
SLEEP CHEAP AT JOE AND BETTY'S MOTOR
COURT. Smokey Robinson. HAVE A HOME COOKED
13
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MEAL AT COUNTRY KITCHEN, EXIT 68. And the
Doors are still singing about their L.A. Woman.
"I guess the Doors are the best I can do." Dan leans
back, stretches against the brown leather seat, yawns.
"Whatever."
"Do you want to listen to something else?"
"No. Do you want me to drive? You look tired."
"I'm OK. Are you sure you don't want me to
change the station?"
"Yes. This is fine. Actually, I like this song." Alicia
shifts in her seat. "Don't you?"
She raises her legs, tucks her knees under her chin.
She's been sitting in the same position for too long. Time
for a change.
"The Doors were one of my favorite bands," Dan
says, "when I was an undergrad."
The sun is getting lower in the sky, moving toward
the horizon and the coast. Have to get to Vandalia by
dark. Alicia can't imagine what it would be like to travel
on these roads at night. No lights. No people. Traveling to
a town that is barely a speck on the map. This close to
nonexistence.
Dan is still talking and humming with the song on
the radio. He begins to tell a story about his glory days in
college, something about the football team or his
fraternity house or something like that. Alicia has stopped
listening to his stories a long time ago. Partly because all
of his stories sound the same and partly because he never
asks her about her glory days in college. As if she never
existed before she met him.
He asked her to move in with him on the last day
of summer. In two days, he would be returning to
graduate school to pursue a career in biological research,
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and he wanted her to come with him. The house had
belonged to a buddy of his. who had decided to be Jack
Kerouac for the rest of his life, and Dan had agreed to buy
it. A small country house in a small college town. Life
would be good.
Of course, she had agreed. That summer, she had
experienced passion and trust and love, things too good to
pass up. So what if she would have to quit her job, leave
her family, put her plans to go to grad school on hold?
Right now, this was the most important thing in her life,
Dan and his friends and fireworks on the Fourth of July
and driving down a stretch of highway with the top down.
She bad even gone with him to meet his parents, to a
little town in Indiana called Vandalia. She had been
charmed by the cornfields and his parents' simple
acceptance of her. To them. she was Danny's girl. Forever
and ever and ever.
The song has changed. Now the Beatles have their
say about love, and Alicia closes her eyes, feels the surge
of the car as it moves under her. The motion of trees and
corn and fences bas made her feel a little sick. Maybe they
should have made that stop back there. She doesn't think
she'll be able to last for the next twenty-five miles.
'You OK?" Dan glances at her out of the corner of
his eye.
"How much longer till we get to your parents?"
"Maybe another hour. They said they'd have dinner
waiting for us. Steak and baked potatoes and fresh sweet
corn. I'm starved."
"Are you sorry we're going?"
"What?" Her question seems to take Dan by
surprise as he pushes his light brown hair out of his face.
She can see the sweat glistening on his forehead.
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"I said are you sorry we're going? To Vandalia. To
see your parents."
"Why would I be sorry? They've been bugging us to
come out there all summer, and we haven't seen them in
ages. And I thought this trip might do us some good. We
both need to get away from the house and everything."
Before they had left on this trip, they had screamed
at each other from separate ends of the hallway, bastard,
bitch, asshole. The sound of separate doors slamming,
cutting off all further communication reverberates in
Alicia's mind. She can still feel how strange the sound of
hatred had felt on her tongue.
"And anyway," Dan continues, not even noticing
her silence, "isn't it great to be going somewhere again?
Even if it is to a dumpy old town in Indiana?"
They had gone so many places together, had done
so many things when they had first met. She had her first
look at him at a going-away party for someone whose
name she can't remember anymore. Back then, she had
been working as a waitress in a small downtown diner to
pay off her college loans. At the party, Dan had come up
to her, asked her what she was drinking, and had gotten
her a Corona even though she had insisted that she hated
beer. After her third bottle, she had started to tell him the
story of her job, her family, and her bad luck with men,
but he was so busy trying to make the moves on her that
she ended up talking to herself. By the end of the party,
they had gone to an empty sunroom in the back of the
house and had made love on an orange leather couch
while a few late party-goers popped balloons in the
kitchen and contemplated the meaning of "Hotel
California." She had called him Danny that night, but the
name had never really stuck.
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The next day, he met her at the diner with a
bouquet of daisies and an invitation to dinner. She
wondered what had made him come back, but she didn't
ask questions. He made her feel more in touch with the
world, more open to new experiences. He gave her her
first taste of lobster and taught her bow to drive a stick
shift. Once he even tried to explain the theory of relativity
to her, but it had been too complicated: be didn't have the
patience and she didn't have the background to
understand him. She would pore over his biology books,
trying to make sense of a diagram of a dissected frog on
page 48, the picture of a diseased liver on page 450. What
was the purpose of everything being labeled, stripped,
picked apart?
They bad gone to Niagara Falls and Atlantic City
and were even ready to go to Paris when Dan got his
acceptance letter to grad school. After that, the rest of her
summer plans fell through as Dan decided what to pack.
She wonders what she will say to his parents. It's
been a year since Alicia and Dan have made the trip out
to see them. She doesn't want them to sense that things
have changed. Is it possible? Can she really keep a secret
like that? She'd probably have to put on one hell of a
performance, and, right now, she's not up to the role.
"Hey, check it out," Dan says. His voice is loud and
hoarse, and it cuts a path through her skull, makes her
thoughts bleed.
He's pointing to a sign on the right side of the road
and laughing his low, uncertain laugh.
"There's a gas station coming up in five miles. That
sign that said 25 miles lied."
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"Apparently." Alicia pulls herself up by placing a
sunburned hand on the blue dashboard. "Can we stop,
Dan'r'
"'thought you said you didn't want to?"
"Well, I changed my mind. Am I not allowed?" Alicia
hides her anger by fumbling through her purse for some
money. She needs coffee, cigarettes, something to calm the
panic. And who the hell does he think he is? The one time
be shows interest and all he cares about is if she really
meant what she said fifteen miles back.
"All right, honey. We can stop. No big deal. I was
kidding.''
She turns to face him, twisting her body so that
the seat belt cuts into her neck. She gazes on his profile
and remembers how she used to trace the lines of his eyes,
cheekbones, nose as they lay together in bed.
"What are we going to tell your parents, Dan?"
He takes his right hand off of the steering wheel,
wipes the sweat on his cut·offs that have faded from the
sun and repeated washing. "What do you want to tell
them, Alicia?"
She moves closer to him, smells the onions from
lunch in the pores of his sweaty skin. "I want us to be
honest." She tries to meet his eyes, but he refuses to look
at her. "For once."
One mile to go. The image of the gas station looms
in the distance.
Alicia feels the car slowing down, feels it shift and
jerk as it pushes towards its destination. She doesn't
understand why they are stopping this far from the off
ramp, but she doesn't question him. She stares out of the
window, and the brightness makes her eyes sting.
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"Shit," Dan says, as he attempts to pull the car over
to the side of the road. "This is just great."
Alicia responds to her cue. "What's the problem?
Why are we stopping?"
"We're out of gas." He brakes the car hard and
winds his fingertips tightly around the steering wheel. "I
guess we should have stopped at the last place when we
had our chance. Now I'm gonna have to walk the last mile
to the gas station."
Alicia sits with her arms folded across her chest. At
first, she's not sure if Dan is telling the truth or playing
a game, testing her the way he's done so many times
before. She half expects him to glance at her out of the
corner of his eye, break into a big smile, and tell her he's
just kidding. Then things would be OK. They would stop
at the gas station, they would play the happy couple for
the attendant, and they would drive the last 75 miles to
Vandalia. No problem.
But Dan doesn't look at her and he doesn't smile.
He simply unclasps his seat belt, takes his keys out of the
ignition, and opens the door. The car shakes as he slams
the door behind him.
Alicia is forced to follow him. She shoves the
orange afghan into the backseat and joins Dan on the
dusty shoulder. Not a car in sight for miles and miles.
"What are we gonna do?" she asks. Seems like she's
been asking that question of him for the past year and a
half.
"I told you what I'm going to do. I'll walk up to the
station, get someone to help me, and then come back here.
I'm sure you won't want to walk that far in this heat, so
why don't you just stay here?
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"And do what Dan? Observe all of the people who
travel this road on an average day?" He turns away from
her, and she can't see his face. "That's OK," she says, her
voice softening a little. "I'll go with you. I don't mind."
She starts walking down the narrow berm, Dan
following her. In the tall grass, daisies and Queen Anne's
lace hide road kill and empty beer bottles thrown by
people who try to forget their worries every Saturday
night. The sun is hotter than she thought it would be.
Dan moves up beside her, and she can feel her leg
muscles begin to tighten and burn as she struggles to keep
up with his long, quick strides .
"Dan, slow down. We aren't that far away from the
station."
He pays no attention to her, but instead turns his
head in the direction of the '84 Thunderbird, scanning the
horizon for someone to take them the rest of the distance.
The panic Alicia felt in the car is growing again.
For some unknown reason, she is desperate for him to
answer her. "Dan, did you hear me?"
"If I'm not mistaken Alicia, weren't you the one
that said we had to get to my parents' place as fast as
possible?"
His footprints are large and firm in the dust. She
falls behind him, begins to walk at her own pace. Half a
mile to go. The gas station shimmers in the dust and the
heat, causing Alicia to wonder if it's all just an illusion.
She imagines them walking on this road forever, never
reaching the station. She tries to fit her feet into the
heavy marks that Dan has made.
He turns around after a few minutes of silence to
check on her. She doesn't want to answer him when he
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asks how she•s doing, if she needs to rest, if she wants
him to slow down.
"Well?" he asks.
tyou never answered me before, Dan."
"What are you talking about?"
tyour parents. We have to decide what we're going
to say to your parents. Why do you keep avoiding me on
this?"
"What do you expect me to say, Alicia?" And his
voice catches in his throat, ragged with dust and fatigue
and anger. "Hi everybody, we're here. Oh, by the way,
Alicia and I have decided to go our separate ways. The
wedding's off. It's a good thing we found out now. At least
we won't have to fight over who gets the cat and the
afghan. At least we'll be civilized." He stops in front of
her, dares her to look into his eyes. "Won't we?"
tyes, Dan," she says, thinking back to the name
calling, the blaming, the endless guilt trips. "If that's the
way you feel about it, then say that as soon as we walk in
the door, so we can leave the next day and put an end to
everything."
Dan glances at her, his eyes questioning. His calm,
level voice takes over again. 'You don't mean that, Alicia.
It's the stress talking, the fact that we have to walk on a
road in the middle of nowhere because we don't have a
choice. Just relax." They have come to the end of the off
ramp and are walking towards the small gas station with
a red pickup parked in back.
"Goddammit Dan, stop analyzing me. You have no
idea what my problem is, what our problem is. Guess
thaes the price you pay for being so wrapped up in your
own little world your whole life, huh, Dan?" She wants to
lunge at him, to make some kind of a mark or impression
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on him. A scratch on the cheek or a bruise on the upper
arm. Just to prove to him that this time, she's not backing
down. This time, she's serious.
"OK, Alicia, let's just both cool it for now. Why
don't you go in there and get yourself some coffee or
something? I'll find someone to help us out. Go on, take
your time."
As he moves toward the back of the station, Alicia
grabs him by the arm, turns him around, makes him face
her.
"Dan, when we get back from Vandalia, I'm
leaving."
"Alicia, calm down. You'd never leave. You can't.
We've got too much here that's good." He leans over to
kiss her on the mouth. She pushes him away.
'Watch me." And she's out of his arms, walking
toward the bathroom, her steps short and stiff. She can't
believe what she's just said.
Solitude. To finally get out of the sun, to rest her
aching legs. To escape from the smell and sound and sight
that is Dan, for just a little while.
Alicia walks to the bathroom, hoping she doesn't
need a key to get into it. She feels as if she's going to be
sick, as if she will spill her blood and her bones all over
this concrete next to the gas pumps. Her hand closes over
the cold, scratched metal of the doorknob. It opens.
Once inside, Alicia locks the door, closes herself off
from the world outside and the image of Dan pumping gas
into the '84 Thunderbird. How can he be so calm? How
can he be so calm when she feels as if she might fall apart
any minute, as the panic rises from the pit of her stomach
and forms a fist at the base of her throat?
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She goes to the chipped porcelain wash basin. The
water is tepid, lukewarm, but she splashes some on her
face anyway. As she raises her bead to dry her face on a
scratchy brown paper towel, her eyes are drawn to the
graffiti on the walls. So many ways to express yourself:
bright nail polish that screams the message out, pencil
that whispers it , and plain old black magic marker, that
simply states that this is reality, this is the way that it
will always be.
Alicia remembers being younger, writing things like
this on bathroom walls. She had coupled her name with
former boyfriends, had drawn silly pictures, and had
defamed sworn enemies with their phone numbers and
promises of a good time. She hasn't done that for awhile.
As Alicia's eyes scan the gray walls for some sign
of wisdom, she is drawn to proclamations of love that are
surrounded by crooked hearts and arrows. Lisa and John,
1985. Susan loves Brian, Fall of '87. Sherry and Ted, July
1992. Forever and ever and ever.
Alicia fumbles in her purse for something to write
with, but the only thing she can find is a broken pencil
with no eraser. She hopes it will write on these gray walls.
She inches up closer to the wall, balancing the left part of
her body against the cracked sink. The wall is rough, full
of pockmarks and tiny boles, and she wonders if anyone
is watching her as she does this.
The point of the pencil is dull, and it makes only a
light obligatory mark, but this is all that she needs to
make her point. She begins to write under the red and
black declarations of undying love.
Alicia and Dan, 1992-1993. Be thankful some
things oon 't last.
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She walks out to the car, her steps long and firm.
She gets in and slams the door closed, grabbing the
seatbelt and pulling it close to her.
Dan starts the car, and once again they're otT.
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Siren
When they ripped the freshly dead baby from
My naked womb, my winged-white fingers
Plucked fiercely at the sheet. The radio's hum
Played "The way we were." These are memories that linger,
Collecting in rivers and then pools,
Like the blood that I first saw on my bed,
Small drops became a sea. Made from a school
Of billions of frantic fish, craving the egg
Only one would win, their violent kiss
Carving life. You, my ephemeral dream,
Sailed through darkness, wanting never to be seen.
I want to lure you, put my nipple to your lips
And call you back from the other side,
But I'm voiceless and I still don't know how to fly.
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Baglady
Everyday I see her hunched in the corner,
legs crossed and arms holding her life's possessions.
Everyday people pass, not saying a word.
Eyes glancing and not acknowledging,
bodies marching all accordingly,
like robots to wherever they have to go.
There she sits motionless without a stir.
Yesterday I did not see her, nor today.
That lady with her stained white cotton hat,
brown skirt, black holey stockings, tan, down coat,
grimy, crinkly brown skin and bitten nails
with her head down, and her arms tightly around
a life that once was; where had she gone?
I stopped, and thought that for a second. Then I
rushed to wherever I had to go, just like everybody else.
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The Pineapple Life
Sun fruit, prickled and pointy,
piercing the air with pungent spice,
and round and full and spiny,
difficult
to open, hard to 'peel'
we like the taste
of your fresh flesh and sugar blood.
We can
(through parental paring)
receive your body shed
of ita brittle bark
in uniform chunks
like prosaic project houses
pickled.
But we know,
given to us in yellow Dole cans
you are flat,
your sweetness
soured by convenience.
Gouging olive scales we earn
the yearning, we acquire
and aspire to touch
the succulence,
suck the sweetness only obtained
by labors, learning
how to hold the knife
to skin you.
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Iffy Let
Jamie only stole from people he didn't like. So
when the elderly woman snatched her valet parking
validation ticket out of Jamie's hand, then narrowly
missed slamming her car door on his fingers, he decided.
"Thanks to all this construction, I'm late for my
therapy appointment!" she squawked. Jamie stole a quick
glance at his watch; it read 11:45.
"Watch your step," he said, taking hold of her arm
and helping her around a muddy ditch. She yanked her
arm away from his grasp and teetered on the edge of the
ditch. Jamie watched her stumble back onto the pavement
and press one liver-spotted hand on the hood of her car
for support.
"Ma'am, just give that ticket to the nurse at the
front desk and have her validate it for you," he called after
her.
"I know, I've been here before!" she snapped as she
flipped her hand at him. She had stopped and was
standing in the center of a deep mud puddle; her fat legs,
imprisoned by a pair of black rubber galoshes, seemed to
rise out of the puddle like swamp trees. "All this
construction is just ridiculous! Just to get here I have
to ...the detour took me an hour! And then... ! Ridiculous!"
she alternately screeched and puffed, her arms flapping up
and down in protest. Jamie thought she was trying to fly.
When she turned her back on him to waddle into
the hospital, Jamie flipped her the finger and jumped into
the car. The woman's yellow smiley-face key ring ("Have
a nice day!") dangled from the ignition. Nice car, too, he
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thought, shifting into drive. Jamie and the big Lincoln
skirted the muddy ditch, followed the yellow barrels down
the driveway, and pulled into a wide space in the
temporary valet parking lot across from the hospital. Jiffy
Parking Systems provided Sayville General Hospital with
valet service for its patients and visitors until the new
wing and parking lot were completed. Jamie had been
working for Jiffy for two years, preying on customers
whenever he needed a little extra cash. His modus
operandi was to "forget" to tum in car keys just before his
lunch break, have copies of the victims house keys made
at the busy mall where he could be inconspicuous, sneak
the keys onto the key rack at the valet station before the
victim returned for his car, wait a week to stake out the
victim's house, then break in and take only what
valuables he could carry in his pockets. Five factors had to
come into play for Jamie's plan to work: victims had to
have their house and car keys on the same key ring, Jamie
had to receive some clue that their visit to the hospital
would be for at least an hour, they had to live alone, the
house had to be accessible and vulnerable to surveillance,
and Jamie had to be lucky.
Inside the elderly woman's Lincoln, Jamie glanced
around the parking lot. Rachel had just parked a Mazda
and was heading back to the hospital, her bright red valet
jacket swaying with her ample hips as she walked. "Valet
parking with a smile!.. was printed on the back of her
jacket in white block letters. He watched her until she
disappeared behind a pick-up truck. Then, aB if he had
dropped the keys on the floor of the car, he casually
leaned over the seat and flipped open the glove
compartment.
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The smell hit him first. It was pungent and strong,
and attacked his nostrils as if it had been cooped up for
too long in that glove compartment. He scrunched his
nose and stared at the jumble that amazingly had not
spilled onto the car seat. What he wanted was in
abundance: mail revealing the woman•s address, and
anything else he could discover. He removed a bundle of
envelopes, and in so doing, exposed what lay beneath in
the deep recesses of the compartment. The tangle of shoe
laces, paper clips and bobby pins didn't strike him one
way or another; what did amaze him was the miniature
rubber duck, the industrial-size scissors, the flattened
formless mass that had once been a candy bar, the broken
candles, and the feathers. The feathers bothered him; he
couldn't figure out bow they'd gotten there, until he
rummaged around and found what appeared to be a
stuffed bird, a sparrow or a wren, with rubberbands and
hair stuck to it.
Jamie snatched his hand out of the glove
compartment. He stared at the battered little corpse, then
remembered and ducked back down out of sight. A
Plymouth cruised by. Had it been one of the valets, or just
a hospital visitor who bad ignored the "valet parking
available for your convenience" sign? He wasn't sure. He
peeked over the dashboard. The Plymouth eased its way
out of the lot and onto the street. He slowly eased up from
the seat.
He still held the woman's mail in his hand. He
began rifling through the envelopes, his eyes slipping back
and forth to the dead bird in the glove compartment. Near
the top of the stack of mail was the itemized portion of
the woman's Visa bill. Miss Harrietta Oversmith. Single.
Probably no children. Maybe a cat (she had spent $27.39
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at Petland, according to the bill. Had the cat put the bird
in the glove compartment?). Miss Harrietta Oversmith,
21693 Centennial Lane, Mountainview. He pictured her as
he last saw her, screaming at him from the middle of that
mud puddle, her iron-gray hair wild around her head as if
she'd just been through a car wash and bad been vacuumdried. Think I'll call her Harry, he decided. Harry lived in
Mountainview, a suburb on the edge of town. Aflluent,
isolated Mountainview, where acres of land separated the
houses. He stared at the address. Easy pickin's, his father
used to say. It was too perfect. He folded her Visa
statement twice, then worked it into the back pocket of
his jeans.
Jamie took another look at the dead bird, shoved
the mail back into the glove compartment, and was about
to slam the door shut when a thick white business-size
envelope caught his eye. It had been mailed from New
York and post-marked only two days before. He pulled it
back out of the glove compartment. It had been in the
bundle he had leafed through, but he hadn•t taken notice
of it. Now he did. He turned it over in his hand, squeezing
it between his fingers. It was stuffed with folded papers.
He peered outside the car windows. No one was
nearby, no one saw him park the car, not even Rachel, but
soon he would be missed. He weighed the envelope in his
hand. They were probably important papers, he
thought-a will, maybe, or divorce papers. He looked
around again, pulling the papers out of the envelope. It
was not a will. He peered out the window. Rachel was
walking across the lot, glancing around. When she spotted
him, she narrowed her eyes at him, then looked at her
watch. He had to make up his mind. He wanted to read
Harry's legal document. If he decided it was worth the
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risk, he could "borrow" it and return it to the glove
compartment when he retrieved Harrietta Oversmith's car
for her. He decided. He stuffed the envelope into his red
valet jacket pocket, slammed the glove compartment door
closed, and yanked the keys out of the ignition. Quickly he
worked the two other keys on the smiley-face key ring out
of the loops and put them into his pocket, leaving just the
car key on the ring. He jumped out of the car. It's done
now, I can't undo it, he thought, trotting back to the
hospital valet station. When he got there, his supervisor,
Bob, was looking for him.
"Where've you been? Three cars pulled up while
you were fartin' around out there! What were you doing?"
Roll it up tight and grease it, Bob. But instead
Jamie said, "I couldn•t get the key out of the ignition!"
"Here, go get this lady's van," Bob said, tossing a
set of keys at Jamie from behind the valet station desk.
Bob might have noticed that Jamie hadn't produced a set
of keys for the car he had just parked, except that Bob
was more interested in Rachel's hips as she stepped
through the automatic doors. Jamie turned and almost
bumped into her.
"Watch it, dweeb," she said.
"Show it to me."
Rachel grinned and he grinned back. Jamie felt her
eyes follow him as he turned and walked out the
automatic doors. A tune running through his head, he
trotted back to the parking lot through vaporous spring
sunlight, breathing in cool air that still smelled like wet
leaves and mud. Today, he felt lucky.

•••
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Jamie waited until he pulled his not-quite-rusting
Cutlass into the Sears parking lot at the mall before
pulling Harrietta Oversmith's stuffed envelope out of his
pocket. He turned it over in his hands again, squeezing it
like an orange. He would read the document, put it right
back into the glove compartment, and the old lady would
never know. But first he would get copies made of her
house keys. He leaned forward, kissed the lucky orange
rabbit's foot dangling from his rear-view mirror, and
jumped out of the car.
Jamie made a casual pass by the Sears locksmith
desk on the second level, and that sealed the deal: there
was a different girl manning the desk this time, just as
there had been the last time. No one could say that a
lanky red-haired kid wearing a fatigue jacket had
developed a fetish for copying keys. So far he had
successfully looted a total of three thousand dollars worth
of jewelry, pawning it to reap enough money for new
brakes on his Cutlass and a new ten-speed for his little
brother. He banked the rest. As he left the Sears
locksmith counter with copies of Harrietta Oversmith's
house keys, he whistled to himself and thought, Nyou
lucky fuck. "

Back in the car, Jamie peeled off his fatigue jacket
and threw it in the back seat, then lifted his red valet
jacket lying across the front seat and put it on (no one
could say that they ever saw a lanky red-haired kid in a
red valet jacket do anything). Harrietta Oversmith'slegal
document had lain hidden under the red valet jacket. Now
he picked it up again, carefully removed it from ita
envelope, and looked it over. It was a badly-made
photocopy of a document transferring ownership of a piece
of real estate from one person to another. It had been
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drawn up by a law firm in New York and listed the
contents of a house in New Jersey. The house and all its
contents had once belonged to a Francis Rhodes
Attenberry, Esquire. Jamie wondered if this Francis guy
owned the magazine. Now the house and everything in it
belonged to somebody named Ruth Oversmith. The
document was dated only a week before and began with
two pages oflegalese that Jamie got bored with. He would
never see the inside of that house. He would see the
inside of Harry's bouse, however. Harry, he decided, would
eventually have to leave for New Jersey to claim her
inheritance. WeB she really related to a magazine baron?
With sharp gray eyes, he grinned at himself in the rearview mirror as he folded Francis Rhodes Attenberry,
Esquire's document back into its envelope. Then be
worked Harry's house keys back onto her key ring, started
up the Cutlass, and drove back to the hospital.

•••
Jamie didn't wait his customary three or four days.
He and Rachel negotiated for the early shift for the rest
of the week and, that very night, they began watching
Harrietta Oversmith's house. Jamie thought this caper
was blessed by God when he saw that Harry's house in
rambling Mountainview was across the street from the
Metropark. All he had to do was park his car down the
road at the Mountainview Inn, take his and Rachel's bikes
out of the trunk of the Cutlass, ride the bikes through the
park, sneak into the woods at the first chance they got,
hide in the brush until dark, and watch her house from
across the road. On the first night, Rachel got poison ivy
after they made love in the bushes. Jamie had gotten
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irritated with her because she wouldn't keep her moaning
down to a minimum. Twice the Metropark patrol car
drove by only yards away from where she humped him
against a tree. They'd bad to duck down into the
shrubbery, and the scab where the bark scraped against
his back itched like crazy. He began to think he was a cat
with nine lives, only Rachel was using up most of them.
Jamie saw no one enter or leave the house. He was
afraid that they might miss Harrietta leaving to go out of
town, but he got lucky again: the old house did not have
an attached garage. So, one night, after three days of
alternating between sex amid the flora and watching her
house, Jamie witnessed Harrietta Oversmith lug a
traveling bag or valise of some kind from the house and
dump it into the trunk of her Lincoln and drive away.
Rachel guessed that she was on her way to New Jersey to
claim her house. They waited another hour, just in case,
then crossed the road. They didn't intend to take anything
they couldn't fit in their jacket pockets, and so didn't
bother going to get the car. It was Rachel's idea to make
their escape on their bikes
"Jesus, what's that smell?" Rachel asked,
They were standing on
scrunching up her nose.
Harrietta's front porch
"I don't know." Jamie slipped the first of the two
keys into the door. It didn't fit.
"Shit."
"Come on, come on," Rachel said.
He tried the second key. The lock clicked and he
opened the door, and that's when the smell hit him. He
covered his nose and breathed through his mouth. This
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time it wasn't just a pungent ammonia smell, but an odor
both sickening and thick, like garbage that had been
rotting for weeks.
Rachel entered the house first. "Jamie, what the
hell is that? Smells like something died in here."
Jamie followed her into the house, closing the door
behind him. Harrietta had obligingly left lights on all over
the house, like a good vacationer should, so Jamie
wouldn't have to announce his presence to the outside
world by flicking on light switches.
"Rachel, wait! Don't go in there! You don't know-!"
"Sssshhh!"
Rachel had already entered the kitchen which led
off the main hallway. Jamie followed her, his head turning
from side to side as he crept behind her.
"From that smell, I thought there'd be garbage
piled up or something," Rachel said, walking around a
kitchen that was in immaculate condition. Jamie stood in
the kitchen doorway, his eyes taking in what little there
was to notice. There were no dishes piled in the sink, no
food left out on the counter, nothing to indicate what the
smell was. In fact there was nothing for Jamie's eyes to
alight upon; the walls were white, the linoleum floor an
unbroken white, the sink and appliances white, the
kitchen breakfast table white Formica.
The only items on the kitchen counter were a
toaster, two pot holders, and a pitcher holding wooden
spoons, spatulas, knives, and one of those meat
tenderizer/mallet things; Jamie could never figure out how
the hell a mallet-thing could make meat tender. It made
him think of his mother, who used to pound the hell out
of chicken breasts. He figured she hammered the taste
right out of the damn thing. There was nothing anywhere
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in the kitchen that didn't have a specific purpose. There
were no "Bless This House" cross-stitched sayings hanging
from the walls, no cutesy clocks or calendars, no plastic
fruit magnets stuck to the refrigerator door. It reminded
him of the view he got of the cafeteria kitchen back in
high school.
"Come on," he called, turning away from the
kitchen. Rachel had opened the refrigerator door and was
peering inside.
"Jesus."
"What?"
"Jamie, she's got jars and jars of pickles in here.
There's got to be .. .I don't know, fifteen jars of pickles in
here!"
"So what? So she likes pickles. Come on, let's get
on with it. This place gives me the creeps."
"And ketchup bottles like they'd been rationed or
something as if she were afraid she'd lose out.
Five ...six...seven bottles of ketchup."
"I don't care how many fucking bottles of ketchup
she has in her refrigerator, Rachel. I want to get this over
with."
She scowled and slammed the refrigerator door.
Jamie heard bottles clinking and falling inside. '1 can't
believe you'd get so spooked by a dead bird."
"I wasn't spooked," he said. Rachel brushed past
him, narrowing her eyes at him. "It's the smell I don't
like. There's no telling where that smell is coming from."
"How bad can it be? She's just an old lady, for
Chrissakes. Jamie, get a grip, will ya?"
Jamie followed Rachel as she led them through a
house almost devoid of furniture. In the living room,
there were two wing chairs and a sofa covered in that
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plastic stuff that always stuck to your thighs when you
wore shorts in summer. His grandmother had covered
everything in plastic, and he bated it.
"Jamie, it's coming from up there," said Rachel.
She bad made her way to the foot of the stairs and stood
with her hand covering her nose.
"No, wait," he said from behind his hand. "Let me
go first."
Rachel stepped aside and allowed him to pass.
When the third step creaked, he looked down at Rachel.
She shrugged, then he started again. When he reached
the top, he saw that there were three doors leading off the
upstairs hallway. The door at the end of the hall was wide
open; it was the bathroom. He wiped his hands on his
pants and approached the first door on his right. It stood
ajar.
"Careful," whispered Rachel behind him. She had
placed her hand on his hip. He looked back at her, then
pushed the door open, eJCpecting it to creak. It did not. It
glided open easily on its hinges and revealed a bedroom as
institutional as the kitchen.
"Must be the old lady's bedroom," Jamie said over
his shoulder.
"There's nothing in here," Rachel said. "Just a bed
and a dresser."
Jamie walked straight for the closet. He pulled the
door open and peeked inside. When he found no corpse
stashed inside the closet, Jamie let out his breath. He
found only a handful of saggy dresses, two pairs of shoes,
and eleven pairs of rubber galoshes-the kind you pull on
over your shoes-all black. Galoshes, but no coats. The
boots were indistinguishable from each other, all lined up
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against the closet wall in military precision. There were no
dust balls on the floor, no spare hangers. Nothing was out
of place.
''What's in there?" Rachel said from over his
shoulder. When he recoiled, she giggled and said, "Sorry.
I didn't mean to scare you."
"You didn't scare me."
'You jumped a mile."
Jamie pushed the closet door shut. "You check out
the dresser drawers, Rache. I'm going into the other
room." He stepped to the door, then dipped to the floor,
peering under the bed. Finding nothing, he straightened
and said as he left the room "and don't forget to check
under the drawers for stuff taped to the bottom.
Remember that house in Briarton?"
"Yeah," he heard her mumble as he stepped into the
hall. He stood in front of the closed door, the one next to
the bathroom, and knew that the smell originated from
this room. He took a deep breath and almost choked. He
covered his mouth and gripped the door handle for a full
minute before opening the door.
This room was in sharp contrast to the rest of the
house. It was not empty. It had a bed in it, and somebody
was in the bed. Jamie stifled a shriek when he saw the
lump of sheets and hair. Still standing in the doorway, he
covered his mouth and watched as the occupant of the bed
slowly turned her face from the wall and stared at him
with the most lifeless eyes he had ever seen.
The smell was tremendous. Even breathing
through his mouth, he could smell it. He thought he could
taste it. It was coming from her. Their eyes locked on each
other, though Jamie didn't think her eyes could ever lock
onto anything. They were like black pools of oil or some
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unknown goo that had no bottom. There was no
expression around the thin lips. The cheeks, sunken
beyond what he could have imagined, were chalky white
and etched with lines. Her brown hair lay stringy and
greasy on the pillow, and was so long it fell over the bed
with its edges resting on the floor. She inhaled shallowly,
her faint rasping breath breaking air so stifling and still
and thick with her odor that Jamie thought a featherlike the ones he found in Harry's glove compartment
-eould fall from the ceiling and take days to hit the floor.
Jamie opened his mouth to call Rachel, but didn't.
He could hear her going through drawers in the next
room. Instead he stared back at the woman, waiting for
her to say something. When she didn't speak and didn't
move, Jamie shifted his weight and allowed his eyes to
flick around the room, his glance always coming back to
rest on her. This room had plaques on the wall, paintings,
a fish tank-Harry's Petland purchase-a rocking chair
against the wall, rugs on the floor, bookcases crammed
with books, and a television set on a stand at the foot of
the bed where the woman lay. In a corner, hung from a
hook screwed into the ceiling, was an empty bird cage. His
eyes flicked back to the bed's occupant. She hadn't moved.
She still lay staring at him.
"Urn... Hi." He gave a feeble wave. He watched her
not respond. No movement under the sheet. There was an
I.V. stand next to the bed. A clear tube led from the I.V.
bag and disappeared somewhere underneath the thin
sheet. He looked at the outline of her body. He tried to
picture it under the sheet. Bony and uninteresting, from
what he could tell. No breasts rose from where he
calculated they should be. The outline of the hips were
straight and narrow. He took a cautious step towards her.
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She did not respond, her eyes did not acknowledge his
movement. He took another step. He was near the bed
now, and he noticed for the first time that the sheet was
pulled tight against her chin, and that her arms were
lying under the sheet at an odd angle. So were her lege.
She was lying spread-eagled under the sheets.
"Jesus," he said. He wondered how she could stand
the smell. He was standing next to the bed, now, looking
down at her. Her eyes had followed him. ~Are you alright?
Do you need help or anything?" he whispered.
She stared back at him. He had yet to see her
blink.
"I mean... Jesus Christ."
He looked down at her face. Her expression had
not changed. Her eyes were locked onto his, hollow and
relentless. He coughed and felt his face redden.
"Can I get you something?" Jamie whispered. No
response. He stuck his hands in his jacket pockets. He had
thought to fill them with Harry's things. He shrugged at
her. He heard Rachel close another drawer in the other
bedroom. She was being thorough. He stared back down
at the woman, wondering why he felt uneasy about Rachel
being in the next room.
He leaned closer so that she could hear. He was
surprised to find that he was getting used to the smell. "I
guess you•re wondering what I'm doing here, huh? A
perfect stranger and all..." She stared. "I guess maybe
you're not wondering." He took a step back, turned, and
let his eyes wander around the room. "This is the only
room with anything in it," he said over his shoulder. He
looked at her. "You don't mind me talking, do you?"
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Jamie stepped across the room to where six plaques
hung on the wall above the bookcases. He wasn't much
interested in what books Harry read, but he did notice
that most of them were children's classics like Little
Women and Treasure Island. There were other books with
titles that didn't make sense to him, titles with words in
them like "toxicology" and "cryogenics" and "physiology"
and "taxidermy." He had no interest in taxes, he didn't
make enough money to pay taxes. He figured Harrietta
had little imagination if she read shit like that.
The plaques on the walls did interest him. The first
of them read: "Teachees Award" at the top, then: "The
Sayville Public School System hereby awards Harrietta
Oversmith for perfect attendance for the school years 1957
- 1979." Jesus. Harry was a teacher. Jamie shivered. The
other plaques were similar, all from the Sayville school
system, with one exception: "The National Science
Teachers Association recognizes Harrietta. Oversmith and
presents her with the 1980 rreacher's Award for
Excellence." Harry had also won the "Teacher of the Year"
award three times, two of those years consecutively. The
last plaque thanked Harry for forty years of "faithful and
loving service" to the children of Sayville, Ohio.
Jamie turned back to the woman. She hadn't
moved her head, she had been staring at Jamie's back
while he read the plaques.
"Who are you? Are you related to Harry? Are you
her daughter? You look like her." No response. "What's
your name? How old are you?" He took his hands out of
his pockets. "Since you're not going to talk to me, do you
mind if I look around?"
"Who are you-Jamie! There's somebody in that
bed!" Rachel gasped from the door.
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Jamie turned. "No shit," he said.
Rachel stood on the threshold with her hands to
her mouth. "Lady, we're sorry, we! We'll leave right now!"
"I don't think she can hear you," he said.
"How do you know?" Rachel stepped into the room
and moved up beside him. She hooked a finger into a belt
loop on his jeans.
"All this time she hasn't said a word. She only
stares at me."
Rachel leaned over the bed. ''What's your name?"
"I asked her that. She won't talk. I'm telling you,
she's a deaf mute or something."
"What's wrong with her?" RachePs hand hovered
over her mouth. She gagged from the smell.
"I don't know. She can't talk. Or won't. She hasn't
moved a finger the whole time I've been here."
"Why didn't you call me?"
He shrugged. "' didn't want to scare you."
Rachel's eyes wandered over the bed, from the
woman's face to the television and back to her face. The
woman took no interest in Rachel. She continued to stare
at Jamie.
"I'll bet her name is Ruth," Jamie said.
"How do you know?"
"There was a Ruth in those papers, about the
house in New Jersey. Ruth Oversmith."
"She heard you!"
11
What?"
"Jamie, when you said her name, she blinked or
something!"
Jamie gazed down at her. At the corners of the
woman's mouth there was the trace of smile.

43

Iffy Let
"She must like you."
Jamie ran a hand through his hair. "There's got to
be something around here telling us what the deal is here.
Did you find anything in the other room?"
"Not a thing," said Rachel. "No jewelry, nothing."
She was leaning over the woman. "Why does she smell like
that?"
Jamie ignored her. There was a dresser in this
room, and he started searching it. The dresser was empty
except for a few slips, a pair of socks or two, and a large
supply of medical supplies, including I.V. bags. He opened
the closet door and found nothing, not a dress, not a coat,
nothing. He even felt around the bottom of the empty bird
cage, looking for a hidden compartment like the one he
found in a house once, concealing a key to a strong box
he'd found. He found no such hidden compartment this
time. He stopped and started thinking about Harry. Where
would she put important documents? Where would she
hide something important? Other than in her glove
compartment with dead birds? His eyes fell on the woman
in the bed. Rachel had reached over and turned on the
television, turning the volume low and barely audible.
"Cheers" was just going off.
"Excuse me, okay?" he said to Ruth, striding over
to the bed.
"Jamie, what are you doing?"
"''m not gonna hurt you, I promise, I'm not gonna
touch you," he said smiling at Ruth. He kneeled at the side
of the bed and carefully, slowly, slid his hand underneath
the mattress.
"What are you doing?"
"Shut up."
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Ruth~ a eyes had shifted. She was watching him. He
slowly slid his hand between the mattresses in a wide arc.
She was light and weightless; he couldn't even feel her
body on the bed.
"What are you doing!"
'Tm looking for something."
"Well, will you hurry up? I don't like the way she's
looking at me."
When he found nothing between the mattresses, he
peered under the bed into grayness. Not even a dustball.
He straightened. When he did, he let his eyes fall on her
body again. It was like looking at a stick man. He
pictured Rachel lying naked and spread·eagled on a bed,
covered only by a sheet. In his mind he saw Rachel's
breasts rising and falling under that thin piece of cotton
cloth, her thighs spread for him, that mound between her
legs grinding against him. He looked at the woman's face.
Her eyes, black and bottomless, saw without seeing.
He arched his eyebrows at her as if asking
permission. Then he took hold of the sheet, tucked so
tightly under her chin, and slowly pulled it back.
"Jamie ... ! What are you-!"
"Oh my God."
Rachel choked. Jamie sucked in his breath. Her
arms and legs were restrained by cotton strips and tied to
the bedfra.me. Her body was covered with bed sores
oozing pus; only thin cotton bandages kept the fluids from
staining the sheet that covered her.
The sheet
underneath her body, however, was covered with crust.
Jamie guessed that she had last been lying on her left
side, since the sores were worse on that side of her body.
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He reddened as he let his eyes fall on her shrunken
breasts and on the filthy pubic hair covering that mound
he had wondered about between her legs.
"Ohhh ..." Rachel jumped back.
Jamie let the sheet fall.
"''m sorry..."
"She's got some kind of disease!"
"No, she doesn't. My great-grandmother was sick
before she died. She lived with us. Sometimes she got
sores like that, too, but they were nothing like this."
"Jamie, look."
Rachel was pointing at something peeking out from
under the pillow by Ruth's head. He leaned forward and
slowly pulled it out. It was a bundle of envelopes.
"What is it?"
"How would I know?"
"You seem to know everything else."
Jamie turned the bundle in his hands. They looked
like letters. They were held together by a thick rubber
band. He slid one of the envelopes out of the pile.
"It's a letter," he said. Rachel leaned over his
shoulder as he opened the letter. He glanced at her. She
was staring at Ruth.
"What does it say?" she asked.
"Wait a minute!" He carefully unfolded a letter
which had been read many times over.
"Ies dated 1958. It says, 'Harrietta. Here is another
five thousand. That should last you awhile. I told you not
to call my house again. If you do, I will have you put
away. You know what I mean. Catherine must never find
out. No one must find out. I'm sorry that the baby is sick.
You'll have to cope the best way you know bow. If you
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need more money for a specialist, write to my post office
box in New York. We must not see each other again. That
is final. I'm sorry. Frank.'
After a while, Rachel whispered, "is she the baby?
Ruth?"
"I guess she must be." Jamie slid the letter back
into its envelope. He pulled out another envelope, opened
the letter and read it.
''What does that one say?" asked Rachel.
"Not much. Just more about money and not telling
anybody. This time he really threatens her, though. 'I
won't tell you again. If you call me at the office one more
time, I will take action.'"
'Wow."
"Yeah." Jamie pushed the envelope back into the
rubber-banded bundle. He shoved the bundle gently under
Ruth's pillow. Ruth stared up at him with vacuous eyes.
Rachel leaned over the bed, peering at the woman's
face. "She could be pretty if...you know."
"Yeah. If she had a bath."
Rachel scrunched her nose again. "'t's really awful,
isn't it? The smell."
Jamie chewed on his lip. "Rache, I've been
wondering if you would do something for her."
''What?" She straightened. Her black hair swept
over her shoulders, locks of it covering the words "Jiffy
Valet" on the front of her jacket so that it read "iffy let."
Jamie's eyes fell on the wisps of hair that were trapped by
the jacket, hair resting on her sweater across her breasts.
He stepped up to her, their noses inches apart. He
leaned to kiss her and she let him. His hands slid over her
breasts.
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She pushed him away. "Jamie, not in front of her.
It might...bother her or something."
Jamie turned and looked at Ruth. She had not
stopped staring, but she did not react as though anything
important had happened.
"She doesn't know what we did."
"How do you know?"
"Because. She just doesn't. She's out of it, Rachel."
"Don't say that! Maybe she can hear you."
"It's true. Look at her. I'll bet that old lady has
kept her tied up in this room her whole life. I'll bet she's
never even seen the sun, Rachel. Imagine that, never
seeing the outside, never seeing grass."
Rachel gasped. 'We don't know that."
Jamie gazed at her. "Come on, Rache. She's been in
that bed a long time."
"Maybe she's retarded."
'Well, she's retarded and rich, now. It's to her that
this Frank guy left his house to. Guess who gets to
control all the money?"
"The old lady."
"You know it."
Rachel looked down at the woman again, then
glanced away.
"Jamie, let's get out of here."
Jamie put his arm around Rachel's waist. "I been
thinking. I think I want to call the cops."
'What!"
"Yes! We should call the police! At least 911. But
first, I want you to give her a bath."
"You're crazy."
"Come on, Rache. It's the least we can do for her."
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"We? You want me to give her a bath? Where does
the 'we' come in?"
"You're the woman. I can't do it."
Rachel turned and looked at Ruth. Then she looked
at Jamie. Then back at Ruth.
"We'll get caught, Jamie! We're not supposed to be
here, remember?"
"Nice time to get cautious."
"' mean it!"
"'told you, Rache! Harry is gone!"
"Oh, stop calling her 'Harry!'"
"She went out of town! She flew to New Jersey or
somewhere, and just left her like this!"
"We don't knowf We just saw her with a suitcase,
Jamie!"
Jamie shook his head. "Rache. Come on. The
woman's crazy. She said something about a therapist
when I parked her ear last week. At first I thought she
meant physical therapist. Then today, when I was at the
hospital, it came to me that she meant a shrink. I checked,
and the west wing, where her appointment was, is the
psychiatric wing. Out-patient. Well, she's out there
alright. Come on, Rachel. Let's at least clean her up.
Okay?"
"No, Jamie. Forget it," she said, snatching her arm
away and stepping back. "I'm not touching her. I'm not
going to bathe some strange lady with sores all over her.
She might have AIDS or something. We don't know. It
could be anything. Plague, or something gross like that!"
"Oh come on, Rache-"
"No!" She turned and stomped out of the room.
Jamie heard her footsteps on the stairs, heard the creak
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of the third step as she reached the first floor. Then he
heard a shrill scream.
Jamie ran out of the bedroom to the top of the
stairs and looked down to find Rachel standing face to face
with Harrietta Oversmith.
"What are you doing here! What are you doing in
my house!"
"Nothing, we-! Nothing!"
"Oh, yes! Yes! I'm calling the police, right now!
Oh, yes!"
"No!" Jamie descended the stairs two at a time,
leaping off the bottom step in time to cut off Harrietta's
path to the kitchen phone. "You can't! You'd better notf"
Harrietta reared back. Her eyes shifted back and
forth wildly between Rachel and Jamie. Rachel rushed
over to him and grabbed his ann.
"What are you going to do?"
Jamie blocked the kitchen doorway. "I'm going to
call the cops myselfl" He snatched his arm away from
Rachel and ran into the kitchen.
"What are you doing? What are you doing?"
Harrietta screamed, lumbering after him. He had reached
the phone on the wall and held the receiver in his hand.
"I told you! I'm calling the cops! We saw your
daughter up there in that bed! You could go to jail for
that! For ... for unlawful neglect and abuse!"
Harrietta's chest puffed up and down. Jamie could
hear her wheezing between each breath. Behind her,
Rachel's hand gripped the door jam as she stared wideeyed at Jamie over Harrietta's shoulder. Harrietta licked
her lips, turned around and shot Rachel a feral glare,
turned back to Jamie and licked her lips again.
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"Put that phone down."
"Why should I? You should be injail."
"It's none of your business!" she screamed. Jamie
blinked, saw Rachel jump behind her and clap her hand
over her mouth. 11It's none of your business!"
Jamie took a step back and found he was against
the wall. He held the receiver out in front of him like an
Uzi.
"I won't call the cops," he said slowly, "if you
promise nothing will happen to your daughter."
"I would never hurt my daughter! Never!"
Harrietta took another step towards him and Jamie
pressed his back against the wall. His head bumped
against the wall phone. Behind Harrietta, Rachel had tiptoed into the kitchen. She was making her way to the
sink.
"Promise me that you'll take good care of her from
now on.n
"I always take good care of her! I read to her every
night! I read Treasure Island to her every night! I take
good care of my baby!"
Rachel was standing in front of the kitchen counter
now. Jamie saw her reaching for something. The meat
tenderizer.
"Promise me nothing happens to Ruth and I swear,
we'll-! won't call the cops ..." Jamie locked eyes with
Harrietta. We'll just leave and pretend we were never
here."
Harrietta licked her lips again between puffs and
wheezes. Rachel held the mallet in her hand.
"I know you really wouldn't hurt your daughter,
Miss Oversmith-"
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"No, I wouldn't!"
'You love her..."
'Ye888..."
Jamie's fingers twitched around the phone receiver
he still gripped in front of him to ward her off, hearing
the beepbeepbeep of the dial tone. With eyes he hoped
were steely, he matched Harrietta's glare. Behind her, he
saw movement. He was just about to yell "No, Rachel!"
when Harrietta's face began to collapse. It happened all at
once: Harrietta began to cry and stumble over to the
kitchen table, leaving Rachel's arm and the mallet
suspended in mid-air.
"Don't tell, I promised I wouldn't tell, I promised
him I wouldn't tell!" she wailed in a muffied voice. She
leaned on the kitchen table, nearly tipping it over. "I take
care of her, I do! I just can't-touch her!" She fell into the
spindly kitchen chair, facing the wall, her face at war with
itself.
Rachel stared at Harrietta with her mouth open,
then let her arm, still holding the meat tenderizer, fall to
her side. Jamie heard her exhale, "Jesus Christ."
Jamie still held the phone out in front of him. At
the table, Harrietta made little whimpering sounds. Rachel
gestured wildly at him, mouthing "come on!"
"We promise not to tell. Okay? We won't call the
police..." Slowly he turned and with a shaky hand replaced
the phone in its cradle on the wall.
"We promise," said Rachel, already at the door.
Jamie backed out of the kitchen, watching
Harrietta's shoulders begin to shake and shudder. His last
view of her was of her fat legs trapped by a pair of black
rubber galoshes splayed out under the kitchen table.
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Rachel dragged him out of the house, but on the
way out, Jamie spied the traveling bag Harrietta had, be
thought, taken to New Jersey. He couldn't resist opening
it before fleeing across the road to their bikes. Except for
a few bird feathers, the suitcase was empty.
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The Empty Room
She is bent before her vanity
Hand clutching the phone,
Her eyes listening to his voice.
A one-way conversation on her voice mail machine.
They are together.
Glancing up she sees herself dimly in the mirror,
Her eyes like dark sockets,
But behind her she can clearly see
The empty room.

lang
The Fences That Divide
This Vast Land
The doe was caught, dangling, in the fence,
held there by the barbs, legs atangle, pinned
as a fly in a seventh grade science project.
Had she attempted to air over?
Maybe she had tried to tip-toe through?
When I rode by, her eyes bulged in fear,
legs kicking the mute, defenseless air.
I left then, but came again curiously
to see if she'd escaped or still endured
the holding fence. The ravens had pecked
out her eyes, cavernous sockets, and
she was bloated, thereafter to recess.
The maggots dripped from her hooves.
I viewed her land-fragrant sage and bristlecone,
aspen stands and lodgepole pine. Thimble Creek.
South: the Sangre de Cristos. West: the Diablos.
In the end, I stole her tattered leathers
carefully disengaged from the barbs and bones.
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Preadmittance Psychiatrist
Hello, do you have some form of disturbance?
People can read my thoughts
they get mad at me-can't do anything
all started with the voices.

There is some cord attached to me
it can be heard in the sky
And the mayor,
I can beat him in an election.
Some events are radically changing
I can read and others can read my mind
am attached to everyone
afraid to cash a check or shop in a store.
I fear being robbed or beaten up

had my money and watch taken
in the stadium parking lot
they wanted to take my glasses.
Doc, I don't know what to do
You have some psychic disturbance
Any health insurance or investments?
Are you a veteran?
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I cangetyou
in the VA Hospital
I'll make some calls
Go to you room and clean up
Take some clothes with you
Call someone you koow-called my sister
Rode the bus to the VA
and it was packed.
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James Magner, Jr.
Gone
(In Memory of Glenn Covington)
They say
it was on East
97th
that they found him
alone
by his car,
dead
after a gig,
singing
four octave melodies
at the Theatrical,
rolling
the keys to crescendic
harmonies,
leading
to spontaneous variations
and back to his great black bass
lifting almost
to soprano
and saying,
"This is all I ask."
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Time
Awash
in hum-drum onwardness.
Hours drowsing
like dogs in the sun.
Green dish towel slides back
and forth like ocean waves,
time as endless as the sea.
Hot fry lamps blind me with dreamy spots,
the french fries looking golden
as pyrite
like the world
outside the windows.
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From Point to Point
As the cool press of nightfall eases us

from day's empty bastion, we
take refuge under shrouds of silence, the
Dark-shaded street sounds slipping
down to our hollow.
Later, we become aware of
Flashes of incandescent light thrown
violently through our window by a
storm at dawn. I can feel you
Moving next to me, brushing my side as you
trace your way to the side of the bed. In the
astonished aftermath of the thunderclap, I
See your labored skin illuminated by
staccato bursts of shimmering light, and
all becomes still again. In that
Moment, life was halted and
hung suspended. In the stunned
silence, I recall the
Hallowed sensation of witnessing
one point, a Seuratinspired particle of time in a
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Vast impressionistic mosaic. It was
just as Papa said, how people
change with their time in the world.
Many times since that storm rve
sat out back, reflecting on
who we've become from point to point.
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Departure
We collect her
things and leave.
We don't leave anything behind
that matters.
First her plants died
then her cat Elvis
then she did.
We all knew it was coming.
We all waited watching her
hold on to life by a drinking straw
dry, cracked and painfully full of holes.
She collected her thoughts finally
and left.
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Chance of Flurries
When Lee Ann emerged from the taxi and started up
the driveway, I recognized her immediately. The last time
I saw her, some four and a half years ago, she had just
married my cousin Ronnie, although, as she confided to
me then, she loved someone else. Not much changed since:
a long, white coat called to mind her wedding dress, and,
still strikingly raven, her eyes contrasted against her
crimson curls. Her only aisle, however, was a shoveled
pathway through the snow, and only I, bundled against
the cold, awaited her at its end.
Halfway up the driveway, she greeted me with a
strained smile. Her wan face said more than her words.
"Wisconsin didn't pan out.~
Snow had fallen all morning and most of the
afternoon, but, except for a few flakes blown from the
branches overhead, only dusk settled on the January day.
Our breath quietly rose and mingled briefly above us
before the wind swept it away. A sudden gust penetrated
my overcoat much like her words penetrated my being. It
was all I could do to keep warm.
Standing there with Lee Ann brought back the
moment when she told me she married Ronnie because she
believed her ex-boyfriend would stop the ceremony. I was
so impressed she had that much faith in someone, I wrote
her about it. We corresponded for awhile, but I lost
contact mainly because the luster of her actions wore off.
In any event the eventual direction of her marriage was
apparent. I knew this day would come.
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I never expected it first-hand.
An impatient horn interrupted the silence followed by
the cabbie's gruff call. Lee Ann reached into her purse,
but I caught her ann. I needed time to gather myself, so
I took the cold walk down the driveway to pay the cabbie.
She was in the house by the time he drove off.
I met Lee Ann in the kitchen where she surprised me
with a hug. Much to my chagrin, she didn't let go.
"I woke up the other morning," she said, her head
nestled in my open coat. "And I realized when I look at
Ronnie, I see Richard. I must have been doing that since
the honeymoon."
Although Lee Ann freed me to wipe her tears, I hardly
moved. I had no comforting words for her, and under the
circumstances, I felt anything I would have said or done
would have been inadequate.
'Would you like some hot chocolate?"
Whether she answered or not, I don't remember.
I set the kettle on the stove, and an instant later, or so
it seemed, steam bellowed out from its depths. I asked Lee
Ann if she wanted marshmallows with her hot chocolate,
but my question was met with silence. Where I expected
Lee Ann to be, only the empty kitchen stood. For a
moment, I believed she wasn't here at all-just a haunting
presence from the past.
I found Lee Ann in the living room warming herself in
front of the fireplace, her eyes ftxed on a framed
photograph above the mantel.
"Who's this?" she asked. She grasped the mug of hot
chocolate with both hands.
"Noelle, my fiance," I replied.
"Congratulations." Disappointment flashed across her
face. "When's the date?"
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'We haven't set one, yet," I explained. "We just got
engaged over Christmas."
"I hope you fare better than me."
She grew silent for a moment, and I debated whether
to respond to her or not. I didn't want her to think my
happiness with Noelle was a case of one·upmanship.
"You wouldn't happen to have any marshmallows," Lee
Ann asked. She twirled her spoon around the mug as if to
focus on the missing ingredient.
I led Lee Ann into the kitchen where I had left the bag
on the counter. We both reached out at the same
moment. Our hands converged. She hesitated.
"Thanks," she said. Her eyes rested on mine. "That's
just what I need."
The warmth of her hand spread throughout my body
until it met the pulsing apprehensiveness rushing from
inside me.
The months leading up to Lee Ann and Ronnie's
wedding were very difficult for me. The only other woman
I was ready to marry, my college girlfriend Jeannie, had
left me the previous January without an explanation.
What Lee Ann had done in marrying Ronnie, I could see
myself doing. She was fighting to keep the hope of
reconciliation alive. I guess in that respect I loved Lee
Ann. She was flattered when I told her my feelings; I
reminded her of Richard and that was her soft spot for
me. But if she came here looking for Richard, she wasn't
going to find him.
In the living room, a harsh wind whistled down the
chimney and fanned the flames into a breathless roar.

•••
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As I tended the fire, Lee Ann went to the front window
and parted the curtains. From the roof, serpentine wisps
of snow glided in the blustering wind and caught
themselves in the rising drifts. A pale moon illuminated
the overcast sky to a soft grey, giving the neighborhood
the appearance of a black-and-white movie. In another
time or place, she may have suited the scene, but the
shadowy light only emphasized a haunting sadness in her
eyes.
Lee Ann lit a cigarette.
I didn't know she smoked. In fact, I didn't know much
about her at all. We hadn't talked about anything since
she arrived. I didn't even know where to start. Besides,
even if I did, I wasn't sure where she would end it.
As the flames regained momentum, I stared into the
flickering light. Its heat pressed against my face with
increasing urgency, so I eased myself into a more
comfortable position. Lee Ann crept in beside me, though,
until she spoke, I was unaware she had done so.
"I hope rm not imposing on you, showing up like this,"
she said. "' should have called."
"You're not imposing, you're family."
"Not anymore."
Her whisper faded as she turned towards the fire. For
what sounded like an invitation, the despondency in her
face said otherwise.
"''d better call it a night," she said. She put her hand
on my shoulder. "It's been a long day."
Lee Ann quietly left the room.
I heard her in the kitchen unzipping her suitcase, so
I went upstairs to prepare the guest room.
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When I returned a short while later, Lee Ann had
already changed for bed and was standing at the window.
She seemed startled when I rounded the couch and
appeared next to her, but she waved off my apology. She
tried to slip whatever she was holding into her pajama
pocket without me noticing.
"What's that?" I asked.
Reluctantly, she produced a snowdome.
"Just something Richard bought me on our first
weekend getaway," she said. An indifferent smile crossed
her face. "I think it's a lot like life; everything seems
settled." She shook the souvenir, unleashing the countless
flakes of snow on a wintery, mountain scene. "Then
something comes along and stirs it all up."
She handed me the souvenir, and our hands brushed
again. "There's so much of Richard in you," she said, but
withdrew immediately. "I'm sorry, you probably can't
understand."
As if to erase the moment, she picked up a photo
album lying on the coffee table and leafed through it. The
tone in her voice, however, had already left its impression
on me. She wasn't here to rekindle her lost love for
Richard. Instead, she was searching for someone who
could relate to her.
"Long before I met Noelle," I said. "I almost married
someone else."
"What happened?" she asked.
"She had other things she wanted to do with her life,"
I replied. ''Eventually, I found other things to do as well."
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I pointed to the album. "1 think I have a picture of her in
there somewhere."
AB Lee Ann passed me the album, a photograph
fluttered to the floor. She picked up the photo.
"This is a beautiful picture of Noelle/' she said,
handing it to me.
"This is Jeannie," I said.
"I'm sorry," she replied. "They resemble each other."
I looked at the photograph again, but I wasn't
convinced. There was no way in the world Noelle looked
like Jeannie. We were about to start the rest of our lives
together, why would I taint that with the image of
Jeannie?
Lee Ann yawned.
"I really need to get some sleep," she said. "I'll see you
in the morning."
Lee Ann disappeared up the stairs as I put the album
back on the bookshelf where it belonged.

"'

..

Lee Ann woke me early the next morning; she had
decided to leave.
After I dressed and hurried downstairs, a taxi pulled
into the driveway and announced its presence with a
sharp honk. I quietly followed Lee Ann out the door,
mindful only of the threatening sky overhead. No one
spoke as she opened the back door of the taxi and swung
her suitcase inside. Almost mechanically, abe turned
towards me.
"' promised myself one last day before letting go," she
said. She put her arms around me in a token hug. "Now I
can go on with my life."
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As the taxi drove off, I acknowledged neither her stiff
wave, nor the first true smile I had ever seen adorn her
face. Her journey was over.
I turned toward the house.
The warmth of the kitchen was a welcome embrace
intensified slightly by the aroma of percolated coffee. With
a steaming mug in my hand, I rested against the counter
and closed my eyes. I hardly slept, and the moment's peace
made the night before seem a distant occurrence.
I opened my eyes to the sight of the snowdome on the
table. As if to emphasize the point, Jeannie's picture was
lying underneath. The events ofthe previous night rushed
back to me. I felt utterly helpless against its power.
When Noelle came through the kitchen door, I jumped;
I hadn't heard her car pull up the driveway. She greeted
me with exuberance, as usual. The vibrancy in her touch
and in her words ordinarily was an embracing moment for
me. This time, my body tightened out of fear she could
read the torment all over my face.
Noelle pulled back.
"Are you all right, sweetheart?" she asked.
"I'm just a little cold."
I avoided her eyes because I wanted to see my fiance
the way she was before Lee Ann showed up.
She pulled me closer. "I have a surprise for you out in
the car," she whispered. "If you go get it, Pll make you
breakfast."
As I pushed open the kitchen door, the snow began to
fall in infinite flakes of white.
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Lillian {1907-1993)
Up North they wonder
what winter will bring.
Down here you know, but keep
the silence, commit your body
to the depths of night,
and write.
The season's late
and nothing is left of love
but the bearhug of the dark.
A summer's scum
-algaed swamp, deaths withinseems to sum up everything.
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A Circus of Leaves
I see the moon,
the crescent mouth of a singer,
I hear the moon,
the singer of silver songs,
I let the moon
lead me to the field
where its silver songs
resurrect brittle brown leaves,
leaves that dance
in a circle,
round and round,

and I stand in the center
of the circus of leaves,
waving my arms,
a ring leader
to the clowns
and monkeys
tumbling and touching
around me.
Then the moon's song stops.
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Through fat cloud fingers,
the moon mumbles,
muttering warnings
of winter rain,
sterile rain that feeds nothing,
cold rain
that empties
onto fallow fields.
As the moon disappears completely
behind soft white fingers,
I drop
in the center
of the brittle brown leaves,
leaves still with silence,
and I curl
into a warm crescent.

I am my own ring-leader;
I am the singer
who sings of surviving winter.
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